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Abstract 
 
Mengajarkan Bahasa Asing, khususnya Bahasa Inggris, telah menjadi daya tarik tersendiri 
bagi kalangan pengajar yang memiliki perhatian lebih terhadap pembelajaran bahasa asing 
bagi anak-anak dalam beberapa waktu ini. Terlebih hal itu didukung dengan fakta bahwa 
sebagian besar orang tua memperkenalkan Bahasa Inggris sebagai bahasa asing, bahkan 
beberapa sebagai bahas kedua, sedini mungkin. Sedemikian menariknya isu tentang 
pembelajaran Bahasa Inggris bagi anak dan karena fakta bahwa anak memiliki keunikan 
tersendiri dalam karakter dan cara belajar telah mendorong banyak ahli bahasa dan 
pemerhati anak melakukan kajian dan membuat berbagai referensi teori tentang bagaimana 
mengajarkan bahasa Inggris kepada anak-anak.Dengan melakukan kajian pustaka, tulisan 
ini berusaha mendeskripsikan bagaimana karakter anak dalam pembelajaran bahasa asing, 
bagaimana anak belajar bahasa inggris sebagai bahasa asing, dan bagaimana Bahasa 
Inggris diajarkan bagi anak. 
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Introduction 
English is one of the foreign languages taught in Indonesia. It has become more 
important than any other foreign languages to learn at schools. It can be realized that English 
is studied by the students of elementary school, junior high school, senior high school, and 
university who are expected to master English which is an international language in order to 
be able to respond to the globalization era.  
Since English is very important to learn, children have to learn English as early as 
possible (Musthafa, 2008). It is in line with Zein (2008) explains that “many Asian countries 
believe that introducing English to primary students is considerably important to ensure their 
success” (Zein, 2008).  
Teaching English for Young Learners in Indonesia refers to teaching English for 
children especially those of elementary school ages. It has now become to be carried out as a 
legitimate subject since it is supported by an official policy. The degree of Ministry of 
Education and Culture (R.I./0847/4/1992, Chapter VIII) states that an elementary school can 
add some extra lessons as long as they do not contradict with the objectives of national 
education. In accordance with this policy, another ministerial degree (Ministry of Education 
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and Culture, no 060/U/1993) affirms that English can be introduced to the fourth grade 
students of elementary school. Then, in the 1994 elementary school curriculum, English is 
included as a local content subject. 
The 1994 Local Content Curriculum for Elementary School (Depdikbud, 1994:1) 
states that English instruction at Elementary School should be based on theme (theme-based 
teaching) with the main emphases on vocabulary and simple communicative expression. The 
main objective of the instruction is that to enable students to use English for communication 
in simple English. The main function of the instruction is to motivate students to learn the 
language. Huda and Suyanto (in Maisa, 2009) affirm that English lesson as a local content 
will be intended to teach students to understand simple oral and written expression in 
English. It is also to prepare students for further education in secondary school. 
Moreover, according to Alwasilah (in Maisa, 2009), there are two reasons why 
government allows elementary schools to teach English to their students: (1) many parents 
send their children to attend the English courses, especially English for Children, and (2) it is 
assumed that teaching English in Elementary school will create a positive attitude toward 
English that can change the negative image of English as a difficult subject and able to 
develop students‟ basic language skill, so Senior high school students will have a  better 
English competence. 
 Since the positive prospective of teaching English to children, it is necessary to 
elaborate first how children actually learn English as their foreign language. Thus, by 
reviewing some literature, this writing tries to figure out the common theory on how children 
learn a foreign language and how English is being taught to children. 
 
Some Issues around EFL Teaching to Young Learners 
The purpose of this part is to give a brief survey of the key issues with regard to the 
teaching of foreign languages to younger children and to provide a further reading list for 
those who wish to look in more depth at particular aspects of this complex subject. 
The need to be clear about aims and means 
A study of documents produced by educational planners worldwide with regard to the 
benefits of introducing a foreign a language (in particular English) to primary school aged 
children reveals considerable consensus, but the list is long and not all aspects will be 
highlighted in each country. The list can be divided into two main categories: 
1. Benefits that are connected with the position and importance of the language in a 
country. 
2. Benefits that derive from the nature and needs of children. 
The importance of English to a country 
With regard to English, a major consideration is whether the language already has an 
official or widespread use within a country that gives it the status of a Second Language, or 
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whether its position is that of a Foreign Language. Statements from the educational at 
authorities such as „in this country, English is necessary for access to secondary education or 
vocational training‟ have the clear implication that, in order to provide equal opportunity to 
all citizens, English needs to be effectively taught at primary level. On the other hand, in 
other countries more global statements such as „English is one of the most used languages in 
the world‟ or „English is important to this country for international contacts‟ perhaps need 
further examination with regard to whether it is therefore necessary to introduce English at a 
young age rather than later on. Beginning young might add symbolic weight to the perceived 
national importance of the language, but in the world of tight budgets and value for money 
analysis, it is well to work on the basis of evidence that beginning young can be more 
effective for meeting these long term needs. 
The importance of learning a language for the learner 
The second category of considerations centers on how learning a language at a young 
age can benefit the individual child. This learning is often stated to be beneficial for: 
1. Breaking down cultural barriers or at least enlarging cultural horizons 
2. Helping the child‟s cognitive development 
3. Contributing to the child‟s general language awareness, not least through the comparison 
of the first language with the new language 
4. Forming positive and confident attitudes to the learning of other languages in later life 
5. Last but not least, leading to higher achievement it the language in secondary school and 
in adult life. 
These are all benefits that can be supported by successful examples from different 
countries, but it is important to remember that success depends on the way in which an early 
language learning program is implemented, on the conditions and the methods, and not on the 
age factor alone. For each of the potential benefits listed above, examples can be found where 
there has been no evidence of actual benefit, or even negative results. The section on looking 
at past instructional projects raises some relevant issue to this area. 
 
How Children Learn a Foreign Language 
Drawing from a wide array of research studies in the context of both first language 
and EFL (English as a foreign language) literacy educators have come to a general consensus 
that to ensure success in learning a foreign language and mother tongue alike, children should 
have a great deal of exposure to, engagement in, and support for the language they are 
learning. This means that children should have ample opportunities to hear and see the 
English language being used for communicative purposes in their social environment. 
Additionally, children themselves must have opportunities to use English for some 
communicative purposes. To enhance their learning, children should also be given the 
necessary support so that they feel that what they are learning is useful and interesting. 
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There are some theoretical generalizations that can be used as a guide for ensuring 
optimal EFL learning for young learners. 
Children learn naturally 
Based on brain research, it has long been realized that human brains can never tolerate 
confusion-meaning that our brains tend to actively find ways to get settled rightly or wrongly-
with things that cause some confusion. In other words, as part of their development, children 
are always active, exploring their environtments (physical, social, informational, ideological) 
and accumulating knowledge and experiences. From this exploration children construct their 
understanding of how things work, including the language theynuse both as a system as well 
as a tool for communication. It is, therefore, no exaggeration if it is said that “children learn 
naturally.” 
Children know a lot about literacy before schooling 
We can easily observe in our environment that children of today participate in literate 
activities in a wider social context. For example when seeing a billboard with a big 
McDonald‟s logo on it, children would readily say “Ma, makan di McDonald, yuk!” This 
clearly indicates to us that children know that logo stands for McDonald‟s. This means that 
children understand that signs carry meaning (Musthafa, 2008). In the example above, 
children “read” the signs in exactly the same way adult readers do. 
From various demonstrations they observe in their environment, children accumulate 
literate knowledge and experiences. Children‟s knowledge  about literacy artifacts in their 
environment such as traffic signs, traffic lights, and brand names of their favourite toys and 
foods (all of these are called environmental prints) represents an emergent literacy-a 
developmental phase of children literacy which will later develop into conventional literacy 
forms commonly seen among adults in their culture.  
All children can learn 
The publication of multiple intelligences theory originating from Howard Gardner has 
marked a new realization that human intelligence is not a monolithic concept. Unlike old 
conceptions which categorized children‟s intelligences only in two categories (i.e. verbal and 
mathemathical intelligences), it has now been widely recognized that children can have many 
different intelligences with differing levels of sophistication. This relatively new realization 
has now led to a general consensus that every child can learn anything in his/her own pace 
provided that they have exposure to, engagement in, and support for the things they learn 
from culture they are a part. To illustrate, we can refer to our daily observation. For example, 
we can easily observe that some children can very quickly acquire new words, while others 
excel in motor skills such as constructing blocks; still others can pick up new songs fast and 
very wonderfully. 
Children learn best when learning is kept whole, meaningful, interesting, and functional 
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Unlike adults who can learn very comfortably from parts to whole (such as arranging 
words to form a sentence and putting sentences into a paragraph), children tend to learn 
things holistically, in the form of script (such as „eating in a restaurant‟, „going to school‟, 
„going to a bank‟, etc.). This tendency is reflected very well in children‟s play such asplaying 
“school teachers and students”, “a doctor and patients”, and “sellers and buyers.” For 
children, therefore, things are easy to learn when they are in their contextual totality. In 
addition, children will find things meaningful, interesting, and functional when they can 
relate these things with their needs and personal experiences. For instance, in the case of 
learning English as a foreign language, children will find it easy if it is embedded in play, 
which represents their natural way of understanding how their surronding world works. 
Contrary to adults, children find it difficult when the language is broken down into pieces 
(e.g. words, phrases, sentences, and paragraphs as analytical units) because the language, 
treated this way, becomes dysfunctional. That is the reason why, for children, learning a 
language is easy when the language is kept whole, meaningful, interesting, and functional. 
Children learn best when they make their own choices 
When children are given options, they will make choices and relate these choices with 
their personal wants and needs. When the decision-making is relate to their needs the learning 
becomes meaningful for children. Given this thinking, children must be given different 
formats of learning activities so that they can choose based on what they think are important 
and useful. 
Children learn best as a community of learners in a non-competitive environment 
Unlike adults who can benefit from spirits of competition to boost up their motivation 
for achievement, children tend to do things and relate to others in cooperative (or non-
competitive) way. One important implication for the context of language instruction in the 
classroom is that, rather than encouraging children to compete against one another, it would 
be more productive if they are to work collaboratively towards the achievement of shared 
goals. Non-competitive environment is good for children because this collaborative work will 
not only result in a better quality product, but it will also promote a sense of belonging to the 
social group they are in and help develop in children a sense of social responsibility as part of 
the group. 
Children learn best by talking and doing in a social context 
Consistent with the notions of “functional use of language” and “language as a 
cultural tool”, the English language in elementary  school context should be taken as a means 
of communication. By using the language for social communication in the group, children 
acquire the language. In the classroom context, this means that English as a foreign language 
should be treated as a tool for communication and the children should be encouraged to use 
the language for many different social purposes by talking and doing things in a social 
context using English. To this end, the teacher of English for young learners can, for instance, 
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use sociodramatic play (e.g., using a finger puppet or hand puppet) and games as a context 
where children can meaningfully use the language being learned. 
 
Advantages  to Starting Young with Foreign Languages 
Many advantages are claimed for starting to learn a foreign language in the primary 
years; more evidence is needed to judge how far claims turn into reality. Experience in the 
UK twenty years ago found that language learning in the primary schools was not as positive 
as expected, although in retrospect this seems likely to be due to how it was implemented 
and, in particular, to the lack of attention that planners paid to what would happen at 
secondary level, when FL teachers were faced with mixed classes of beginners and more 
advanced learners. 
The social, cultural and political issues around policies (Cameron, 2001). of teaching 
foreign languages early are complex and influence teaching and learning at classroom level. 
Comparative studies of different socio-political contexts would be useful in investigating 
these influences and their impact. 
Swain (1994) in Cameron stated that published data on the outcomes of early 
language learning come from the North American experience with immersion teaching, 
where native speakers of English are placed in French-speaking nursery and infant schools, 
and vice versa. In these contexts, children who have an early start develop and maintain 
advantages in some, but not all, areas of language skills. Listening comprehension benefits 
most, with overall better outcomes for an earlier start; pronunciation also benefits in a longer 
term, but this is restricted to learning language in naturalistic contexts, and will not 
necessarily apply to school-based learning. Younger children learn the grammar of the L2 
more slowly than older learners, so that although they start earlier with language learning 
they make slower progress, and overall gains are not straightforwardly linked to the time 
spent learning. Learning a second language through immersion differs from learning a 
foreign language as a subject lesson several times a week; immersion pupils study school 
subjects through the second language and thus have more exposure and more experience with 
the language. However, it is unlikely that the difference in quantity of language learning 
experience will affect the balance of benefits; in foreign language learning too, receptive 
skills are likely to remain ahead of productive skills, and grammatical knowledge, which is 
linked not just to language development but to cognitive development, is likely to develop 
more slowly for younger children.  
 
Conclusion 
Teaching English to young learner has its own characteristics and attention. Many 
theories arise related to how English language being taught to children. By considering some 
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principles of how children learn a foreign language, teachers therefore can apply specific 
approach which suitable for children characteristics of learning in their teaching process.  
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